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Chapter One

 


 


One death. She was owed one death, and
Saerileth felt that at last, after a lifetime of waiting, that
death would soon be in her grasp. Her heart rate increased ever so
slightly, and Saerileth inhaled slowly. To give in to excitement
was to disgrace herself; to lose control was to disgrace every
Lotus in the guild.

She inhaled again, a slow, deep breath, and
the overpowering scent of the purple hyacinths that filled the
garden soothed her. For thirteen years this garden had been her
refuge, this guildhouse her home. Now she would be leaving it. This
dawn was the last she would see here. Saerileth closed her eyes and
slowed her breath. All Lotuses received training in listening, but
few could match her skills. Across the garden, separated from her
by its entire length, two men spoke in low voices. She knew they
discussed her, and she focused her attention on them.

“The Guild of the Red Lotus acknowledges receipt of the full
payment for Saerileth, eighteen years of age, who has attained the
rank of full-blown Lotus.” The guildmaster himself spoke, and it
was pride to Saerileth to know she had earned that distinction. All
her thirteen years of training had led to this moment, and even the
thought that she might be able to obtain the death she was owed
could not quite overpower the honor she felt at this
instant.

“May I be permitted to see the Lotus?” The man who spoke was,
Saerileth knew, not the one who had purchased her. He was an
emissary merely. “Ulen Ahnok would not be pleased to see the
arrival of a lesser Lotus.”

Saerileth noted the slight variance in the
guildmaster’s breathing, and she knew that he was deeply insulted.
His words, however, were smooth, his voice unperturbed. “Certainly.
Lotus?” He glanced in her direction, and Saerileth obeyed the
implied summons.

She traversed the garden with the light gait
of a dancer, despite the tightness of the long skirt beneath her
pallav, and when she stood before Ulen’s representative, her face
demurely veiled in a portion of the long pallav, which wrapped over
her shoulder and across the lower half of her face, she saw that
her walk alone had brought the man to a full erection. She smiled,
the curve of her lips hidden, but she knew that the light of her
expression would touch her eyes.

“This is Saerileth, full-blown Red Lotus.” The guildmaster
bowed deferentially toward her as he introduced her. “Would it
please you, Lotus, to show your new master’s representative the
symbol of your rank?”

Saerileth glanced over the man, sizing him
up at once. He was Sunjaa, and he had the black skin of all his
people. He was, to judge by the calluses on his hands and his
wide-legged stance, a sailor. Doubtless he was the captain of the
ship that was to take her to Arinport. “Is my new master so
distrustful?” Saerileth spoke softly in the Sunjaa tongue, dropping
her luminous blue eyes. “I am desolated to learn this.”

“Please, Lotus—” The captain half reached out to her, but she
stepped back smoothly, avoiding his hand as if by
chance.

“I live and serve at my master’s pleasure, however,” said
Saerileth. She knew that her actions here would begin to drive the
captain into obsession, and she needed this to be so. With a
graceful lift of her left wrist, she revealed the soft, white skin
of her forearm, and there the delicately inked tattoo of a
full-blown Red Lotus met the captain’s gaze.

“I am sorry, Lotus.”

Saerileth acknowledged the guildmaster’s
apology with a slight nod, and she withdrew once more to her place
at the far side of the garden. She sat, almost letting her veil
slide as she did so, giving the captain a tantalizing glimpse of
her blooming cheek.

“Your master will not thank you for that, captain.” The
guildmaster shook his head. “He will have much to do to overcome
the resentment you have created just now.”

The captain said nothing, and Saerileth
smiled beneath her veil. A Lotus, even a privately-owned one, could
never be forced into anything; she must always be wooed. The
captain would already have one reason not to deliver her as
promised.

“Does the Lotus bring any attendants?” At last the captain
found his voice. “What requirements does she have?”

“She will require food of the finest sort your master eats,”
said the guildmaster. “Here in the guildhouse she has been trained
in every art, including the culinary ones, but she will need to
learn what best pleases the palate of Ulen Ahnok.”

“Yes.” The captain was no longer looking at the guildmaster.
His gaze remained fixed on Saerileth, and she rose from her seat to
look down at the lotus-filled pond, allowing the curve of her hips
to be seen as she knelt by the pool.

“She will also require a dulcimer—”

“Dulcimer, sir?” asked the captain.

“An instrument of Ausir design.” The guildmaster sighed. “Are
the Sunjaa so uncultured then?”

“We have an older culture and a longer history than any other
nation of Men,” said the captain, and Saerileth knew, by the raised
volume of his voice, that he spoke to her, hoping to find favor
with her, but it was still at least partially for his master’s
sake. She was not worried, however. She had an entire day’s sailing
to get him to do her bidding.

Saerileth glided back toward the guildmaster
then, and as she passed by the captain, passing near enough to
touch, near enough for her perfume to waft over him, she tossed her
head as though freeing a tangled curl from beneath her veil. “I
also require, guildmaster, that my chest of herbs be placed in my
cabin. It must be kept completely dry.” She did not look at the
captain, but she heard his breathing speed up.

“See to it.” The guildmaster gave the order on her behalf, and
Saerileth bowed her head. “Now, Lotus, if it pleases you to prepare
for your journey to your new home?”

“Yes, guildmaster.” Saerileth could hear the captain’s pained
words as she left.

“Why wouldn’t she order me herself?”

“I told you. You have insulted the Lotus. You will have much
to do, as will your master, to soften her resentment.”

“I will do anything and everything she might
require.”

Saerileth smothered her smile in her veil.
Her breath was in danger of speeding up, too. One death. Only one
death. She could not afford to make a mistake. This captain was
already more than half hers, but she would not rush him. The ship
departed in a quarter of an hour. By dawn tomorrow it would dock in
Arinport. She had twenty-four hours. That would be plenty of
time.

****

Screams and cries and the clanging of steel
on steel.

Saerileth trembled, looking up at her nurse,
not daring to speak. The closet was dark and stuffy, but she did
not complain. This was a thing beyond complaint, a day beyond
terror. The tumult grew fainter, but Saerileth did not move to open
the closet. Neither did her nurse. They stared at each other, and
Saerileth could scarcely make out the shape of the gash on her
nurse’s brow. Blood dripped into her nurse’s eye. Saerileth wanted
to wipe it away, but something, like fear but stronger, kept her
motionless.

And then the closet door was wrenched open.
A warrior, Sunjaa like the others, armored like the others, with a
bloody sword like the others, stood there. But his face was
beautiful like the sun at noon, and when he saw Saerileth and her
nurse he shook his head.

“Abrexa’s chain! A child?” He scooped her into his
arms.

****

Saerileth sat up in her bed. She had dreamt
all the way to the end, and the nightmare had turned to joy. That
was uncommon. More usually she woke in the midst of the clamor of
the battle. That she had slept until the end she considered a good
omen. She rose and made her way to the porthole. She could, by
craning her neck, see the twin moons still high in the sky. She had
woken precisely when she had intended. She glanced back around the
cabin and sighed. She would have liked to take the dulcimer with
her. Despite the captain’s ignorance, apparently Ulen Ahnok had
researched her more thoroughly. A walnut dulcimer and two silver
beaters had been waiting for her. But perhaps, once she had
collected the death owed her, she could go back to the master who
had purchased her. She bore him no ill will. He had, after all,
made it through the screening process of the guild, so he would
have to be an intelligent, educated, wealthy nobleman.

Saerileth patted the dulcimer. The herbs, on
the other hand, she could not leave. She opened the tiny chest and
pulled out the various packets. Two or three were in tiny,
stoppered ceramic vials, and these she wrapped in linen before
adding them to the small seal-skin bag. Seal-skin would keep the
herbs dry even if she should fall into the water. She tucked the
seal-skin bag into an inner pouch in one of the folds of her
pallav. No one would know it was there.

The danger of her present undertaking struck
her like a fist, and Saerileth inhaled deeply. The calming breaths
failed. She shook her head, displeased with herself. By the moons
she had at least an hour’s leeway, so she took the time to run
through some dozen of the Lotus-Forms. The positions, the
stretches, the swift jabs – none seemed to be possible given her
tight-fitting skirt, but the seams were designed to give. The
tightness gave way to freedom of movement, and when, fifteen
minutes later, Saerileth readjusted her pallav, she was ready.

She rang the bell the captain had given her
upon her coming aboard. As she heard the approaching footsteps, she
sat back on the edge of the bed and draped her pallav across the
lower half of her face.

“How may I serve the Lotus?” The captain himself had answered
her summons, as Saerileth had known he would. Three glances at him
over dinner, one whisper of his name, one half-touch of her hand on
his arm as he passed, and he was hers. She knew it.

“Please, sir, close the door.” Saerileth purposely gave the
captain more deference than his rank deserved, and she looked up at
him through her long, black lashes.

His breath quickened, and Saerileth slowed
her own as he closed the door. She closed her eyes. She could hear
his pounding heart.

“How may I serve you?” he asked again. Though Saerileth’s eyes
were still closed, she knew exactly where he stood, exactly how far
he was from her.

“I have been sold,” said Saerileth, and she allowed her native
Zenji accents to tinge her voice as she spoke. “I have been sold to
a man three times my age, to one rich, yes, but one who – who
cannot love me.” It was a line she would not have used had the
captain been a more educated or cultured man, but his lack of
knowledge of the ways of the nobility had been obvious to her. He
was a commoner, and he had a commoner’s views. Though as a Lotus
she was property, first of the guild and now of Ulen Ahnok, she was
not accounted a slave. A Lotus was highly honored, and a commoner
would consider her almost magical.

“What can I do for you?” asked the captain. “If you will bid
me do anything, anything at all, for you, I would hold myself
honored.”

Saerileth’s eyes filled with tears, and she
allowed one to fall. “I know you are Sunjaa, one of the people of
the Word. You have written your oath to Ulen Ahnok, have you not?
How could I ask you to do anything that might jeopardize your
word?”

“And I will here write for you, Lotus, a new oath, one that
will bind me to you and your service for all my life.”

“I do not require so much as that.” Saerileth fixed her eyes
on the captain, knowing that their cobalt blue was only enhanced by
her unshed tears. “Just an hour. I cannot ask for more than
that.”

“And what must I do for you in this one hour?” The hunger in
the captain’s voice was greater than she had expected, but she did
not have time now to adjust her influence.

“Set a fire in some part of the ship. Nowhere that would
endanger anyone, of course!” Saerileth turned to face the captain,
and she let her veil fall away.

“Abrexa fuck me.” The captain’s whispered oath was his only
response to seeing her naked face, and Saerileth pretended not to
hear it. He stared at her full, red lips as she spoke, and she
could see the hardening of his shaft inside his
breeches.

“I cannot go to Arinport. I … cannot.” Saerileth turned away
again, but she did not lift her veil. Instead she let the captain
look upon her profile in the purple moonslight. “If you cause some
commotion in the ship, something that will keep everyone busy,
prevent anyone from pursuing, I could take a lifeboat and be
gone.”

“A small fire would not do this, Lotus.” The captain began to
pace.

Saerileth lifted the edge of her pallav and
hid the lower half of her face once more. She knew perfectly well
that a small fire would not do what she required. She knew exactly
where to damage the hull to make the ship so unseaworthy that it
must be attended to immediately, to the exclusion of all else, but
yet allowing enough time for it to be repaired before sinking. She
would, if pressed, suggest it herself, but she hoped that the
captain would think of it himself.

He did. “If you and I, Lotus, hit the hull
in several places – but can you do this?” He paused, and his
anxiety was greater than Saerileth wished. “Are you able to, if I
give you a chisel, crack pitch? For I cannot do it alone, not in
enough time.”

“For my liberty’s sake, sir, I can do anything necessary.”
Saerileth did not find it necessary to mention that, due to her
training in the arts of the Lotus-Forms, she could probably have
broken the captain’s neck, despite the seeming fragility of her
frame.

“Then I will bring you a chisel at once. Wait until you hear
me pass by the outside of your door. I will have the lifeboat ready
before we begin.”

“Yes, sir. May Melara Rose-goddess and Chained Abrexa both
rain blessings on you.”

“I pray they may.” And he was gone.

Saerileth took up a place by the door and
berated herself inwardly. She had behaved as badly as a budding
Lotus! She had made a mistake only fit for newly-tattooed recruits.
She had overshot her mark. He was too much in love with her. She
only hoped that, in the midst of the confusion they were about to
cause, she could find a way to leave him behind.

****

Saerileth shivered in the sea-spray. The
lifeboat rocked perilously, and the captain’s muscles strained
beneath his tunic as he rowed. The Sunjaa ship was still visible,
but already they were well away. Saerileth could, by concentrating,
still make out shouts from the ship, but the captain, she knew,
could not. For another ten minutes they traveled in silence, the
captain rowing as fast as he could. Saerileth watched him, and she
did not dare to relax. She had failed to leave him behind, as he
had met her halfway to the lifeboat and had remained at her side
thereafter.

“We are free, Lotus.” The ship was at last out of sight, and
even Saerileth could no longer hear the sailors. She was alone on
the sea with one she had made obsessed with her.

“Thank you, captain.” Saerileth curled up in the corner of the
lifeboat. She was afraid, afraid that she might have to collect a
death not owed to her, to take a life for her own protection, and
she did not want to.

“I have written my new oath, Lotus.” The captain let the oars
hang in the oarlocks and moved to sit beside her. He pulled from
beneath his tunic a rough parchment, not the papyrus that Saerileth
had expected of a Sunjaa. On it he had written Sunjaa hieroglyphs.
“Can you read it?” he asked.

“Yes.” Saerileth bit her lip and forced her breath to slow. He
had written out that he forswore all other allegiances, repudiated
all other oaths, and bound himself to her only. “But I cannot
accept such an oath, captain. It would bind me as well as you, bind
me into the role of your mistress.”

“It has been written,” said the captain. “And so it
is.”

“I shall not be your mistress,” said Saerileth, but she took
the parchment nonetheless, tucking it into her pallav.

“My lover then!” The captain leapt upon her, taking her words
as she had dreaded that he would. She had done her work far too
well. In her fear that she might not succeed in gaining sufficient
influence over him by the time they reached Arinport, she had
overshot her mark. He was mad with desire for her.

“No.” Saerileth slipped from his grasp, and she saw the
confusion on his face. He had not expected such abilities in
her.

“For you I have thrown over everything!” His eyes grew wild.
“You must reward your servant!”

“I never asked this of you,” said Saerileth. “And I beg you
not to do this thing. Do not try to force yourself on me. It is
forbidden.” She hoped against her better knowledge that her words
would have some effect, but still the captain came on. He ripped at
her pallav, trying to tear it from her. His hands sought her
breasts, and Saerileth closed her eyes. She had not wanted this
death.

As he pulled her toward him, she clasped her
hands around his neck.

And snapped it.

Only when she had heaved the corpse
overboard did she realize that the captain had, in his struggles,
knocked the oars loose. She had no paddles of any kind, no way to
steer, and she was out of sight of any shore. Despite her fear,
however, Saerileth did not forget to tear up the parchment of the
captain’s vile oath, scattering the tiny pieces onto the waves.

“Chained Abrexa have mercy.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Darien slammed his fist into his palm,
cracking all the knuckles in his hand. The close, hot air of the
cabin stifled him, and he yanked at his collar while with the deft
movements of his thumb he popped the buttons of his shirt. A couple
of tugs at the white linen that stuck to his sweat-soaked skin sent
billowing relief down his chest and across his back. He rose from
where he sat behind his antique desk and took the two steps
necessary to the porthole. Throwing it open, he nodded to his first
mate.

“Get the door, Kamen.”

Puzzlement entered Kamen’s eyes. “You
sure?”

Darien drew a wet hand across his wet brow.
He was not the type of captain to keep himself all cooped up in his
room, even if he was talking finances with his first mate. And
especially not in the heat of summer. He enjoyed a certain openness
with his crew that in his experience created greater camaraderie
among the men.

Kamen opened the door, and the general noise
of the main deck flooded in. “Anyway, as I was saying, since the
third mate and two other men were lost in our latest, their shares
are up for grabs.”

Darien put one leg up on a crossbeam of the
bulkhead, rested his elbow on his knee, and looked out the window
across the wide sea. “What are the shares?”

Kamen came to stand near Darien and glanced
down at his ledger. “The third mate had 2 ½, and the other two
together had one share.”

“All right,” Darien said, “take them all and divide them
equally among the men. It’ll give them a few more silver when they
go ashore.”

Kamen’s lips stretched downward in surprise.
“That’ll make the crew happy.”

Darien turned to Kamen and smiled. “That’s
the point.” He clapped his first mate on the shoulder. “They did a
fine job taking down those Stormhaven pirates. Made short work of
them, thereby making my job look easy.”

Kamen reached up and grasped Darien’s
forearm as it still rested on his shoulder. He ran his hand along
his captain’s smooth, brown skin. “They owe it all to you. You’re
the best commander anyone could ask for.”

“Enough of that!” Darien gave Kamen a playful slap on the back
and moved to resume his seat. “But what about you? You’ve hauled in
enough plunder to prove yourself. What are you still doing
here?”

Kamen whirled so quickly on Darien that his
dreadlocks swung out across his face. “What do you mean?”

The sudden fear in Kamen’s eyes confused
Darien. He was not intimating that he planned to kick Kamen off his
ship. On the contrary, Kamen had been his trusted first mate for
three years, and Darien would be happy to keep him on for as long
as he wanted to stay. “It’s just that you’ve got responsibilities,
and I thought you’d want to be seeing to your future.”

“The future of my family, you mean.” Kamen’s head sank, and he
rubbed the ring in his nostril.

Darien shrugged. “Same thing?”

It was Kamen’s turn to shrug. “I like
sailing. The navy’s been my life these past seven years.”

“Yeah, and you’re overdue. Your term of service was up two
years ago.”

“Why would I want to leave? You know how many glorious battles
you’ve led us in? I couldn’t get this kind of excitement on land.”
Kamen puffed out his chest and haughtily waved his head at Darien.
“Besides, what about you? You came into the military at sixteen
just like everyone else. What are you still doing here twenty years
later?”

“You’re an Itenu,” Darien said, laughing. “Me? I’m nobody. I
don’t have a drop of noble blood in me.” He stomped the floorboard.
“This is me.”

“But you’re richer than most of the nobles of Arinport. You
could retire tomorrow.”

“When the chase no longer thrills me or when the sea no longer
carries pirate ships – whichever comes first – then I’ll retire.
But you? It’s about time you find a wife, settle down, and make a
litter of little Itenus. A nobleman’s got his duty.” He gave Kamen
a wink.

“And you common men can live free as birds?” Kamen’s soft,
delicate lips turned up in one of his signature charming
smiles.

“Something like that.” Darien spread his arms wide in mock
apology. “One of the privileges of birth.” He threw his head back
and laughed, and Kamen shared his mirth. So lusty was their
chortling that it was not until their laughter began to die away
that they heard commotion out on the main deck.

“What’s this, then?” Darien leaped to his feet and raced past
Kamen. His first mate was on his heels.

Beyond the main deck hatch the crew had
gathered, their rowdy shouts and wide, anticipatory stances telling
Darien that they had caged something – or someone. Perhaps a pirate
had escaped the sinking of his ship; perhaps like a coward he had
abandoned his comrades only to be picked up on the open sea by the
very men who had deprived him of his ability to further terrorize
the merchant ships that ran between the coastal cities.

Ruben, the second mate, stood apart from the
ebullient crowd, though he watched the men with a close eye.

“Explain this,” Darien said.

Ruben snapped to attention. “Sea plunder,
sir.” With a nod of his head, he indicated the sailors gathered at
the other end of the main deck.

“Make way there!” Darien cried out, shouldering his way
through the crew. Darien was a head taller than the next tallest
man on the ship, and his muscular shoulders, powerful arms, and
broad, well-formed chest set him apart from so many other Sunjaa,
whose frames were for the most part more like Kamen’s, lithe and
cat-like with a wiry strength. Darien was a lion among
cubs.

What appeared before Darien’s eyes was no
pirate, no prisoner of war, but rather a fair-skinned Zenji girl.
Memory struck him like a lightning flash, and he saw in a moment in
his mind’s eye the raid on the Dimadan and the destruction of the
Kesandrahn Clan. That was the last time he had been this close to a
Zenji.

“What’s this all about?” Darien’s voice was a roar that
silenced the raucous crew. He heard a knocking in the ensuing
silence and peeked over the side. A lifeboat was tethered to the
hull, and the choppy waves thrust it repeatedly against the side of
the ship.

“We found her just floating there,” Ruben’s voice called
out.

The girl pulled her pallav up around her
face, hiding her beautiful mouth and lovely nose, and her cobalt
blue eyes darted from one face to another. Darien recognized
instantly what the girl was doing; he had seen it before. She was
counting. She was cornered, and she was counting. She was figuring
how many she would be able to defeat before she was overwhelmed. It
was the calm desperation of a skilled warrior who knew she had no
hope of escape. Darien liked her immediately, and he wanted to know
her more.

The girl scrambled back until her back
rested against the bulkhead of the forecastle. She made sure she
had her back to something, a defensible position. This neither
escaped Darien’s notice.

“We’re going to have a little fun with her captain,” said
another voice, “seeing as we found her. We claim salvage
rights.”

It was a legitimate claim under Sunjaa
maritime law, and such rights, though distasteful to Darien,
extended to lost persons on the sea. The girl was alone; she was
without friends or connections. She was finely dressed, to be sure,
but the crew would tear her clothes to rags and rape her naked body
until she lay bleeding and dying. Darien had seen such treatment
often enough under Ulen’s – his former captain’s – command. He
could not let that happen. He would not have one raven lock on this
perfect woman’s head mistreated.

“As captain, I lay first claim,” Darien said. The crew went
berserk in protest, and Darien moved to stand before the girl to
protect her. Her eyes widened, but he could not tell what she was
feeling. Was it fear? Surprise? Indignation? Darien thought the
crew might mutiny, and though he was an accomplished warrior, like
the girl he could not defeat so many were they to come at him. But
Darien would not stand by and let this girl be gang-raped. Not
while he was captain. A solution presented itself just as the
shouts of the crew turned to furious howls.

“Listen to me!” Darien raised his arms. “Listen!” The men did
not calm, but their voices lowered. “I am a fair man. In exchange
for this girl, I surrender two shares of my plunder to the general
coffers, to be divided equally among you all.”

The shouts turned to grumbles, but still the
crew glared at him. Darien needed to sweeten the deal.

“And,” he said, “I call common quarters.”

The grumbles ceased, and the shaking of
heads turned to nodding, the upraised fists turning to caresses on
one another’s backs. Those not essential to the running of the ship
at that very moment disappeared below deck, doubtless eager to
indulge their lust at their leisure.

“Common quarters.” Kamen came around the main mast to where
Darien stood. “A fine idea. Will you join the men?” He stretched
out his hand, but Darien did not take it.

“Not today.” Darien glanced back at the girl, the most
beautiful thing he had ever seen. Arinport held nothing half as
lovely; in all the cities of the world he had visited, Darien had
never seen a woman to match her. She had an inborn grace and
natural allure about her that had obviously been enhanced through
some sort of training.

So transfixed was Darien with this stranger
that though he spoke to Kamen, he could not look back at his first
mate. “And I’m afraid you can’t join them, either. I need you to
stand witness.”

The girl’s defensiveness was gone; her fear
evaporated. The hardness of her eyes had melted away, and the soft
and inviting expression that replaced her hate quite baffled
Darien. “Do you understand me?”

The girl nodded. “I speak the Sunjaa tongue,
yes.”

Darien stretched out his
hand. “You’re safe now. No one’s going to harm you. Welcome
aboard Mirsa’s Crown.”

The girl took his hand and rose from her
vulnerable position in one fluid movement. She applied hardly any
pressure to Darien’s hand, instead shifting her body weight in
perfect balance as she stood. At that moment, Darien knew she was
trained in some form of martial art. It also explained her quiet
determination to kill as many of her would-be rapists as she could
before they overcame her.

“My name is Darien. I am captain of this ship.”

The girl stood dangerously close to him. Her
exotic, perfumed scent aroused him, and the way she held her gold
and red pallav across her face – hiding her beauty from him – made
him want to pick her up and crush her to his broad chest. He did
not know her, but he wanted her more than all the booty in his
cargo hold. Compared to Darien she was small, to be sure, but the
captain sensed some deep strength within her that told him he could
probably play rough with her and she would not mind.

“I am Saerileth.” Her eyes spoke to him more than her words.
They beckoned him; they teased and enticed him.

“Have you no friends? Where did you come from? Where were you
bound?”

Saerileth did not answer at first. Her eyes
darted this way and that, almost as if she sought escape still. “I
was lost from a ship bearing me to Arinport.”

The answer came as if it had been jerked
from her, and Darien sensed there was more to this mystery. But he
knew what he had to do. He took Saerileth by the hand and led her
to his cabin. “Come, Kamen.”

Kamen followed, but he whispered a curse
under his breath, and though Darien could not make it out, he
caught the name of Veirakai in it. He chose to ignore it. Once
inside, he offered Saerileth a seat on a divan of black velvet –
spoils from a pirate ship taken years before. He had never sat on
it, though, not wanting to mar its beauty. He was glad he never
had, for its merit suited Saerileth, and her deigning to sit on it
was like a blessing.

Darien nodded at Kamen, and the first mate,
jaw set tightly, got to work. Why this would bother Kamen Darien
could not say, for he had taken concubines in the past. He had four
at home in Arinport. Why should this one bother Kamen so? The first
mate drafted a document that stated how Darien had taken Saerileth
into his bed and made her his concubine on this date and on this
ship, in the witness of Kamen Itenu. All that was left were the
signatures. Darien took the pen and signed it, for he found it
distasteful to interrupt lovemaking with legalese. Kamen took the
quill after, sighed, and signed. Darien would have to have a chat
with Kamen later about his attitude.

He put his first mate out of his mind and
bent all his thought and desire on the pale-skinned Zenji girl
reclining on his divan. Still she covered her face, and still her
blue eyes beckoned him.

“I must enter you now,” Darien said, and Saerileth’s eyes
widened.

“Why?”

“To prevent my crew from taking you themselves and dividing
you as common spoil.”

“Can you not just order them not to?”

Darien shook his head. “They found you. If I
renounce salvage rights to you, they can claim them. The only way
to put you utterly beyond their power is to make you my legal
concubine.”

“Then why do you not just tell them I am?” Saerileth shifted
on the divan and crossed her ankles.

Darien glanced back at Kamen who stood in
front of the door and looked straight ahead, bending his
concentration on the invisible air. He did not make eye contact
with Darien. Something serious ate at him, something that had
started the moment Saerileth came aboard.

“I tried that once,” Darien said, returning his attention to
the girl he knew he must couple with. “There was no contract, no
witness. I didn’t want to take the girl against her will, so I
faked it. We Sunjaa are the People of the Word, as you probably
know. If it isn’t written down and witnessed, it didn’t happen.”
Darien did not enjoy talking about this, but he wanted Saerileth to
understand. “Well, my crew went ahead and raped her anyway, and I
wasn’t able to do anything about it. She was their salvage, and I
had failed her.”

Saerileth stood and let her pallav fall.
Darien drew in a long, deep breath. Her beauty was divine, every
line and curve perfect. “Your pain is fresh, as if this happened
yesterday. You are a man of deep feeling.” And she laid her hand on
the bare part of his chest that lay exposed from his loose
shirt.

Her flesh was still cold from the seawater,
but her touch was like fire on his skin, sending hunger through
him. “I will take you, then.” It was half statement, half question.
He laid his hands on her shoulders, feeling her delicate frame
beneath his strong, soldierly hands.

All Saerileth did was look up at him through
her long, black eyelashes and nod. That sent Darien over the edge.
He picked her up and kissed her mouth, tasting her lips as if they
were fruit. She was half his size, and he easily wrapped his arms
around her back, bringing his hands to her opposite sides. She
threw her arms around his neck as she kissed him back with equal
fervor. Her legs were wrapped around his waist, and due to their
size difference, she was practically perched on his massive,
muscular frame. To Darien, she was no weight at all. He had carried
heavier sacks of grain.

Saerileth unwrapped her pallav from her left
forearm and tossed it away. With both hands free, she ran her
fingers across Darien’s close-cropped hair. Between kisses, Darien
could catch glimpses of her body. Under the pallav, she wore a
short shirt that left her midriff bare, and the skirt she wore,
though tight, accommodated a wide range of movement. The material
was elastic enough to allow her legs free reign.

Darien laid Saerileth down
on the divan and lay on top of her, though he rested most of his
weight on his forearms and one knee that wedged itself between the
cushions. So much for the pristine state
of the divan! But to Darien, this moment
made his saving it worth it. He wanted to be rough with Saerileth,
but this was her first time with him, so he promised himself he
would be gentle. By the way she ground against him and the way she
deep-kissed, Darien guessed she was skilled in sex, but he could
not know whether she had ever taken a man of his size inside her
before. Considering she was dressed as if she had just come from
the Dimadan, he guessed she had not. The Sunjaa were better endowed
than the Zenji, and Darien was better endowed than any other Sunjaa
he knew. And he had seen a lot of cocks in his day.

Saerileth blindly yanked at his breeches,
and he blindly yanked at the shirt that hugged her breasts. They
could not stop even for a moment to look at what they were doing;
he needed more of her kisses. He did not want to miss one taste. He
was greedy for this beautiful, pale stranger, and her clear desire
for him only served to make him abandon all reason. His growl
slipped past her tongue, and she responded by sucking on his bottom
lip. His cock swelled, and he was obliged to reach down and loosen
the strings so that his cock might burst free. When it did, it
slapped against Saerileth’s belly with such a smack that she gasped
and pulled away from Darien. Her eyes searched his in wonderment,
as if she had discovered hidden treasure. She gazed into his eyes
as her hand found his cock. Once she touched it, she smiled at
Darien, let slip a light laugh, and fell to kissing him again.

Darien reached under her skirt and pulled
her underpants off, tossing them and letting them fall where they
may. His fingers sought her pussy, and he was pleased to find it
wet and prepared for him. His middle finger caressed her slit
slowly up and down as the tip of his index finger found her clit
and massaged it. Saerileth moaned into his mouth and opened her
legs, inviting him in. She stroked his cock with the same speed he
fingered her, making him feel like he was already fucking her.
Saerileth knew what she was doing, that was certain, and Darien was
amazed at how much she was able to accomplish through nothing more
than kisses and a hand-job. His cum raced up his shaft, blazing a
path of burning desire all through his cock. But he did not come.
He took his cock in his own hand and stood before Saerileth.

“Get inside me, Captain,” she said, lifting her skirt up to
her waist. “We can enjoy the oral pleasure another time. Make me
yours, now!”

Darien was not about to argue over her
sexual alacrity. He flipped Saerileth over on her stomach. “It’s
easier this way.”

Saerileth looked back over her shoulder and
licked her lips. She rested her head in the crook of her right arm
as her left hand grasped the end of the divan. Darien positioned
her right leg into a L-shape on the divan while letting the left
lie straight. Her naked and bare sex lay exposed to him. Her pussy
was beautiful, perfect pink lips, hairless as Zenji were wont to
have them, with just enough of an opening to make a man want to
part them all the way. Darien licked his fingers and ran them over
the head of his cock, wetting it with saliva to make his entrance
easier. He did not boast about the massive size of his dick; he
just considered it courteous to take it easy on women until they
were used to him.

He pressed himself against Saerileth’s pussy
until the head of his cock slipped through. She was soaked, and her
excitement helped ease him in. She let out a long, slow moan as her
whole body tensed. Her toes curled. She gripped the cushions of the
divan even harder, and she buried her face in the velvet pillows.
Darien held himself perfectly still, his cock only halfway in her.
He was oversized, and though many of his crew envied him his cock,
Darien would actually have liked one a bit smaller. All his
concubines had had this reaction when he had first taken them. It
was damned inconvenient, not being able to slam into his women with
all his might. Sometimes he wanted to cut loose, but he knew he
could not. Even in slow, easy sex, there was always a touch of
pain.

Saerileth recovered and looked back, her
blue eyes full of passion for him. She gave a slight nod, and
Darien pressed forward. This time Saerileth did not look away. She
raised her ass, angling her pussy for deeper penetration, and
Darien slid home. With his balls pressed against her clit, he felt
his cum build inside his shaft. He paused again, waiting for
Saerileth to grow accustomed to him, but she whispered back, “Show
me what your cock can do.”

Darien groaned and pulled halfway out, then
buried himself again. The walls of her pussy clenched his cock, and
with each thrust, it was like he was breaking new ground again.
Saerileth had perfect control over her body, especially her vagina,
and she knew how to use it to best effect. Darien fucked her with
long, gentle, but deep strokes, each time ending the thrust with
his balls against her clit. He reached under and massaged her
button, and that served to open her legs wider, to raise her ass
just a little more, giving Darien just a bit deeper access.
Saerileth winced on his next time in, and Darien felt his cock
completely harden. It was stone, its maximum length, so he knew he
had to be careful. His cock was striking her cervix, but as she was
lying on her belly, he could fuck her without injuring her.
Saerileth moved in just the right way, too, increasing Darien’s
pleasure, bringing him closer to climax with each thrust.

Saerileth leaned her head back as if
searching for a kiss. Darien leaned forward and gave her one. She
reached back and caressed his face as they kissed, and when Darien
pulled away, ready to resume his pussy ministrations, he saw her
tattoo.

“Abrexa’s cunt!” Darien caught her arm and turned it so that
he could better see her left inner forearm. Just as he thought he
had seen: a Red Lotus tattoo, fully bloomed and inked. He pulled
out of her and stood. “You’re a Lotus? A full-blown
Lotus?”

Saerileth
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